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Affect has been awidely discussed or debated topic in recent literary and cultural
theory. Thefield of ideological criticism (which is most often associated with a
particular minoritized identity), above all, has been increasingly drawn to acritical
model which is essentially different from the theoretical trendsin the early 90s.
Rather than treating a minoritized identity as something inherently disruptive or
subversive of a given norm (e.g., whiteness, heteronormativity, etc.), this model
instead takes interest in a myriad forms of affects revolving around a minoritized
identity, such as anxiety, melancholy, and shame. In this so-called turn to affect in
theory, queer scholars have, in particular, played an indispensablerole. Eve
Sedgwick’s long-term preoccupation and engagement with such negative affects as
shame and depression has produced a far-reaching influence on the critical and
theoretical trends in the past decade.  The anti-social disposition asrevealed in her
affect theory, however, comesinto conflict with the Foucauldian approach taken by
the other founding figure of queer theory — Judith Butler. In both Gender Trouble
and The Psychic Life of Power, Butler argues that normative heterosexual (male)
identity presupposes an Oedipal libidinal line-up which inits turn requires both a
sexist and heterosexist prohibition against homosexuality to beits prerequisite.  With
the advent of such a Symbolic proscription against homosexuality, the subject is
forced to renounce his/her libidinal attachment to a same-sex parent, which is then
turned into the legitimate Oedipal form of identification. In other words, it isthe
unconscious, ongoing melancholy attachment to one’s same-sex parent that Butler
holds is at the base of one’s normative gender identity. Contra Butler’s politicization
of affect, Sedgwick maintains that affect is something irreducible to the politics of
identity, for it is quintessentially ambivalent — sometimes subversive, yet at other
times reactionary. Sedgwick’s approach, therefore, is one that sees affect as
correlative with an interpersonal relation which existsin aclosed circuitry
independent of abroader social/historical context. Drawing on the works of such
psychologists as Silvan Tomkins and Melanie Klein, Sedgwick situates shame or
depression mostly in a decontextualized interpersona network that presupposes a
reciprocity of affective give-and-take. Her critique of the psychic power model as



represented by Butler and her followers, though widely echoed and favorably received
by agreat number of critics, has also come under attack in the humanities given her
atavistic appeal to an outdated humanistic assumption potentially antagonistic to any
gesture toward socio-political analysis.  Instead of choosing to take side with either
of these positions, my critical intervention into this debate begins with afocused,
genealogical analysis of Sedgwick’s turn to affect. Her early writings, especially
those that took as its subject matter paranoia and homosexual panic, formed a more
dialogical relation with the then burgeoning queer and AIDS activism.  Such an
affective investment in the socio-political found its way into her seminal work The
Epistemol ogy of the Closet, whose trenchant analysis of the homosexual panic as seen
in the presumably “heterosexual” male subject was actually motivated by a 1990s
gueer politics committed to an epistemological project that challenged the notion of
desire as afixed and stable entity. Her growing interest in shame, on the contrary,
marked out a point of departure from her earlier critical habitus, for at the moment
that she situated shame at the level of the individual and the interpersonal, the closed
circuitry with which she enframed her human actors had also boldly pronounced an
anti-social statement. Though this affective turn have indeed hel ped queer theory to
steer clear of its earlier, over-simplistic interpretive predisposition to construe
everything in terms of subversiveness or political edginess/backwardness, it also tends
to neutralize the political by suspending or leaving uninterrogated the social-historical
context. Tracing Sedgwick’s turn to affect, this study intends especially to focus on
her ambivalence and contradiction which cannot do without a humanist understanding
of intersubjectivity based upon the pre- or anti-post-structuralist belief in the fixity of
identificatory boundaries, as revealed most vividly in her autobiographical work A
Dialogueon Love. Through my critique of Sedgwick’s pitfalls, I, nevertheless, do
not intend to endorse the position that overpoliticizes affect; rather, it is my hope that
by giving athorough consideration of where Sedgwick falls short, one can manage to
find alogical fulcrum that holds in view, instead of cancelling out, the ostensibly
conflicting and irreconcilable terms of the dial ectic between the personal/affective and
the socia/political.
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